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JUDGE EDMUND PENDLETON. 



Among those immortal patriots who laid deep and strong the 
foundations of our government, some were more prominent, but 
few were more useful than Edmund Pendleton, the first presi- 
dent of the Virginia Court of Appeals. It is strange, indeed, that 
his biography has never been written, and stranger still that his 
last resting place in Caroline county remains unmarked. Applica- 
tion has recently been made to the authorities of the City of Rich- 
mond to allow his remains to be re-interred in "Old St. John's," 
where his grave will be appropriately marked. The facts here given 
concerning the life of the great judge and statesman are taken from 
the preface of fourth Call's Reports, published in 1827. 

"Edmund Pendleton, of Virginia, was distinguished for talents 
and patriotism and was one of the most conspicuous among the 
great men of that state during the war of the revolution. His edu- 
cation was defective, but his fine endowments and vogorous appli- 
cation soon remedied that disadvantage. He was for a long time 
one of the leading members of the house of burgesses of that state ; 
and, in 1773, was appointed one of the committee of correspondence 
for gaining intelligence of the acts of the British government, and 
communicating with the colonics. He was a member of the con- 
gress of 1774. In 1787 he was appointed president of the conven- 
tion of Virginia, elected to consider the constitution of the United 
States, and employed his influence to obtain its adoption. In 1789 
he was appointed judge of the United States district court for 
Virginia, but declined the office. He was, for many years, a judge 
of the court of appeals of that state, and its president at the time 
of his death, which took place at Richmond, 23d October, 1803. 
He held the first rank as a lawyer and statesman ; and was particu- 
larly distinguished for the force and clearness of his thoughts, for 
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subtlety in discrimination, and dexterity in argument." Lemp. 
Biograph. Diet. 

The foregoing sketch was probably furnished by a distinguished 
gentleman of this state, who knew Mr. Pendleton well; and it is 
mainly correct: but the following additions may, possibly, be 
deemed interesting: 

Mr. Pendleton was the son of a respectable man, but poor, and 
unable to give him more than an English education. Mr. Eobinson, 
however, the then speaker of the house of burgesses, observing the 
•excellence of his parts, took him to his office, and taught him law. 
For which kindness Mr. Pendleton always showed an honorable 
gratitude, and was attached to him through life. Under the 
auspices of his patron, he began to practice in the county courts; 
where he soon became distinguished, but left them in a few years, 
and attended the general court, with great eminence, for a long 
time, during which period he was, as above remarked, a leading 
member of the house of burgesses; was elected to the convention 
which sat at Eichmond in 1775; and, upon the death of Peyton 
Eandolph, was appointed president, as well of that as of the suc- 
ceeding convention of 1776, which framed the state constitution. 
He was appointed first judge of the high court of chancery soon 
after it was established; qualified in 1779; and, in consequence 
thereof, was, ex officio, presiding judge of the first court of appeals, 
until its dissolution in 1789. In the same year he was made pre- 
siding judge of the new court of appeals, and held that situation, 
with the approbation of all parties, until his death. 

He lived in retirement in the country, but never meddled much 
with rural occupations; and, indeed, in the latter part of his life, 
he was unable to do so, owing to an accidental dislocation of his 
hip. His manners were dignified, but polite, easy and engaging; 
his temper cheerful and social; and his conversation familiar and 
interesting, particularly among his neighbors and intimates, to 
whom he allowed full liberty, each to express his sentiments, as he 
pleased; at the same time that he observed perfect decorum in his 
own discourses, for he disliked vulgarity, was pious, and could not 
bear to hear the name of God irreverently used. 

He was not what is called a deep reader; yet he frequently read: 
law books chiefly in the early part of his life ; for I have heard him 
say, that after the publication of the reports of Lord Eaymond, 
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Peere Williams and Burrows, he was fond of reading them, as any- 
thing else; and he certainly was very well acquainted with them. 
But, at a later period, he read, upon other subjects, in English; for 
he had never learned the languages. 

He grew early dissatisfied with the administration of the federal 
government, and continued so, ever afterwards, until the election of 
Mr. Jefferson, to whom he was attached. Before and after that 
period he wrote several essays upon political subjects, which were 
published in newspapers and pamphlets and attracted much notice 
at the time; for they were founded on practical views and written 
with great ability. 

His style was not classical and shewed, occasionally, the defect of 
his education ; but he was, nevertheless, a distinguished proof that 
neither eloquence nor lucid order will ever be wanting in him who 
completely understands his subject. 

He is said to have resembled Lord Mansfield, as much in his 
person and manner as in the structure of his mind ; and he certainly 
entertained a very high respect for the judicial opinions of that 
nobleman, as if he had an innate sense of congeniality. 

As a judge, Mr. Pendleton was a man of the first order of talents. 
Industrious and methodical in business, he possessed quick percep- 
tions, clear discernment, practical views, great argumentative 
powers, and a sound judgment. Perfectly acquainted with, the 
statute and common law, as well as with the doctrine of equity, he 
knew remarkably well how to apply -them to the habits and exi- 
gencies of this country, which he understood, not only from observa- 
tion and experience, but almost by intuition, and may be truly said 
to have been born "IJltilium sagax rerum" et "Ad unguem f actus/' 

He was honored with a public funeral, and his eulogy was pro- 
nounced by Mr. Edmund Eandolph. 



